CHAPTER XVI
INDIGO
AMONG all the coloring matters employed by man, Indigo
may fairly claim to be the oldest and most valuable. Blue
ribbons taken from the wrappings of mummies that were
5000 years old have been proved to contain indigo as the
coloring matter.
Its value and fastness are such that old army uniforms
containing three per cent by weight of the blue dye have been
treated with reducing agents to dissolve and recover this
valuable and durable color.
Indigo is now obtained from the indigo plants (Indigofera
tinctoria chiefly) and synthetically from the coal-tar products.
No more striking example of the attainment^ of modern
synthetic chemistry could be shown than the successful com-
petition of the synthetic product resulting from less than
a score of years of arduous research with the natural product
from the plant, the result of 50 centuries of culture and manu-
facture.
The alarm now felt by the indigo planters of India, whence
comes to-day most of the natural indigo, as they see a shrinkage
of thousands of acres in aren formerly devoted to indigo culture,
is so great that the Indian Government has become aroused
upon the question and has appointed experts to find out how
the indigo industry may be saved from ruin by the introduction
of improved methods of culture and manufacture and the
production of a pure and honest product.
The same fate now threatens the rich Indian planters which
overtook the European growers of madder, when in 1858 began
the gradual but sure extinction of the culture of madder
by the discovery of synthetic alizarin from coal-tar; the
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